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12th-CENTURY BUDDHIST TABERNACLE, 3 MAJOR PAINTINGS 
UNDERGO CONSERVATION IN JAPAN 

(Cleveland, OH) Eight hundred years ago, a gilded and painted tabernacle of black lacquer 
was made to hold hundreds of sacred Buddhist handscrolls in a temple in Kyoto, Japan. Now it 
is one of four masterworks from the Cleveland Museum of Art's Asian collections undergoing 
restoration in Japanese laboratories under the auspices of Japan's national government. The 
tabernacle, more than five feet in height, is in a new lacquer restoration facility at the Nara 
National Museum, which owns the mate to CMA's tabernacle; the pair is unique in all East 
Asian art. Two Buddhist paintings and a pair of 6-panel folding screens are now at studios in 
Tokyo and Kyoto that do similar restoration work for Japan's Agency for Cultural Affairs on 
paintings it registers as “National Treasures” or “Important Cultural Properties.” 

The conservation work is part of an initiative aimounced by Japanese Prime Minister 
Kiichi Miyazawa when he visited the U.S. in 1993. The initiative acknowledges the value of 
Japanese art objects in U.S. museums as world cultural properties, the objects' role in 
introducing Japanese culture to citizens of the U.S., and their importance in enhancing mutual 
understanding between the Japanese and American people. The agreement governing the work 
is between CMA and the Tokyo National Research Institute of Cultural Properties and the 
Japan Foundation, under the supervision of Japan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Agency for 
Cultural Affairs. 

The pair of 6-fold screens, Namban Byobu: Southern Barbarians, a complex and lively 
seaport scene in ink, color, and gold on paper, dates to the early 17th century (Momoyama 
period). Each of them is twelve feet wide. The other paintings are two much earlier hanging 
scrolls: the late 12th-century Eleven-Headed Kannon (Juichimen), in ink, color and cut gold on 
silk; and the slightly later Healing Buddha (Yakushi) and the Twelve Generals, in ink and color 
on silk (14th century). The Yakushi is being removed from a framed format to a traditional 
hanging scroll format. 
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cma / conservation project — 2 

Direct costs of the conservation work are being borne by the Institute. Other costs, such as shipping 
of the works, are being shared by the participants. The paintings are expected to return to Cleveland later in 
1998. The tabernacle was initially lent to the Nara National Museum for a special exhibition celebrating that 
museum's 100th anniversary in spring, 1997. The Japanese government agreed to restore it following a 
request from Michael R. Cunningham, CMA's curator of Japanese and Korean art. Since together with its 
Nara mate the tabernacle is unique, talks are in progress to determine whether it will be possible to exhibit 
the pair together again at the Nara National Museum, then in Tokyo at the Tokyo National Museum, before 
the return of Cleveland's tabernacle to CMA, anticipated in late 1999. 

Other U.S. museums which have been beneficiaries of the Japanese art conservation project include 
the Art Institute of Chicago, the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, the Freer Gallery in Washington, 
D.C., and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 



